Neurotoxicological evaluation of hospital sterilizer workers exposed to ethylene oxide.
Ethylene oxide is now frequently used to chemically sterilize heat-sensitive materials in the hospital setting. Previous reports of neurotoxic effects of ethylene oxide have been described in animals and humans. Recent reports suggest that cognitive deficits may be associated with chronic low-level ethylene oxide exposure. We undertook this study of hospital workers with chronic ethylene oxide exposure and compared them with a non-exposed control group in an attempt to detect neurological and neuropsychological abnormalities. Ethylene oxide breathing zone levels of up to 250 ppm in exposed subjects were reported. All evaluations were done without examiners' knowledge of exposure status of the subjects. The exposed group was found to have a statistically significant lower P300 amplitude, bilaterally hypoactive distal deep tendon reflexes and poorer performance on neuropsychological tests involving psychomotor speed. Exposed subjects acknowledged more symptoms and higher levels of depression and anxiety. Nerve conduction velocities and EEG spectral analysis were similar in both exposed and control groups as were scores on most psychological tests. Based upon this information and prior reports, ethylene oxide should be considered in a differential diagnosis of neuropsychological, peripheral and central nervous system dysfunction in workplace settings associated with ethylene oxide exposure.